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Prologue

 


Somewhere in Scotland, several years
previously

 


“Department Zee is to all
intents and purposes defunct. Over and done with.” The tall,
dark-haired guy with an untidy plait, piercing grey eyes and an
aura of menace about him, stared steadily at Darke. He took a long
swig of coffee and watched the other man over the rim of a steaming
cup full of aromatic number five roast. “I said and please note,
‘to all intents and purposes’. Remember those words.”

Darke’s nostrils flared as he nodded. “I get
it.”

“Good.” He guessed Darke
also got the inference that something was still in operation, even
if it wasn’t generally acknowledged. “For too long there has been
talk. Okay, talk we can take care of. Hard-ish facts, we can’t,
without a sodding hellish fallout. We do not, I repeat, do not
need, want, or even desire that.” He sipped his coffee and sighed
in pleasure as the caffeine entered his bloodstream, made its merry
way around him and woke him up. “Shit, this is good and I need the
hit.”

“Sweetness and light all
the way, then. No erstwhile reporters dumped in the pigpen you
mean?” Darke snagged his own coffee and inhaled appreciatively. “No
accidental diving fatalities.”

“Something like that.” The
dark-haired man pushed his plait over his shoulder and inclined his
head. “I must get this cut.” He grimaced. “One day. When I’m given
ten minutes to call my own. God knows when that will be, let alone
me.” He scowled and laughed reluctantly. “One day I’ll say ‘fuck
the lot of them’ and retire to somewhere remote I can call my own.
Maybe.”

“And that’s the day I’ll
become a vicar,” Darke said with a grin. “As in never. So what
else?”

“Fuck knows. I bloody
don’t. However, be aware. Be very aware. That sodding TV piece was
the catalyst needed, to let it get about that Zee wasn’t wanted
anymore. The perfect excuse for both sides. One to announce of so
piously they’d made sure nothing like that would ever happen again,
and the other? What you know and I know is not for broadcasting.
Dark Isle seems to be the perfect place for what we require.” He
essayed a rare smile. One, he noticed, that gave the usually
taciturn man in front of him a moment’s disquiet. Good, it didn’t
do for operatives to get complacent. “The new facilities will be
able to do everything that Zee did and more. You will of course
head it all.” He paused. “And report to me.”

He waited until Darke inclined his head, and
then continued. “I won’t interfere. Unless you ask I won’t arrive
there. Won’t exist. Call it a watching brief if you like. Without
the watching. All I demand, and yeah I used that word on purpose.
It’s not a request—it’s a necessity—is that you let me know who is
in and who isn’t, keep me up to date with developments—out of the
loop and in the normal way we use. I’ve plenty of other stuff to
worry about.” He didn’t elaborate. “I don’t want to have to wonder
what you’re up to as well.”

Orlando Darke pushed himself out of the
chair he’d lounged in. In some lights they could have passed for
cousins. They were not related except by attitude and intent. An
urge to keep their country safe from anyone who thought to harm
it—in any way. A burning sense of what was right and wrong, and the
skills to see that anyone who disagreed with them was shown the
error of their ways. By whatever means necessary. Aboveboard?
Doubtful. Admitted to by the government? Never. Did it deter them?
Not at all. They were what they were: men and women with integrity.
He kept his gaze on Darke and as he had done many times before,
wondered what went through the mind of a man such as him.

Probably the same as mine. In, do what’s
necessary for a successful job, and then get out.

“Yeah, no worries. Mind
you, your idea of a watching brief and that of others might not
coincide.” Darke smiled and showed his white teeth. They reminded
his audience of a wolf about to pounce. “Suits me though. I’ll make
sure you know who the Dispatchers are. Notes to a ghost. No doubt
you’ll know what else is going on by osmosis.”

“No doubt.” He permitted
himself a brief smile. “That’s my job. See all, know all, and be
seen or known by none.” He uncrossed his legs and gave himself the
luxury of stretching. “A shite job, but someone has to do
it.”

“And where will you be
whilst my band of merry men and I torture the pissants and find out
how they’ve betrayed our beloved motherland?” Darke asked
sarcastically, without comment on the shite job statement. After
all, they both knew it was true. “Sucking up to Whitehall? Lounging
on a beach in Barbados, all for the good of the
country?”

“Playing tradesman. And
watching your backs.”

Darke could take that how he wanted.

****

The notes were short and incomprehensible to
anyone other than themselves. When you read between the lines of
Cousin Jack’s very extended gap year you’d be forgiven for thinking
he was an out-and-out hippie playboy, with a life of sun, sea,
sangria and sex. With an emphasis on the sex.

When you deciphered the code it was oh so
different.

Core team set up. Evaluation complete…

All satisfactory…

Eliminated #105P. Strangulation…

Dispatched. # 347x. Pigs—alive…

Disposed. 2213J. Pigs—dead…

Member added. The Furnace Man. Ex Zee.
Intel…

Member added. Mason. Strangulation…

Evaluation of potential Dispatcher. The
cleaner. A+

He couldn’t help but send back the
pleased…

Continue…

In code of course.

The next email was the most
disturbing...

Who is the fish…?

His reply…A cautious one…

A slippery customer…?

Then…

So it seems…

No idea from where…

A message received...From who…? Beware of
fish.

Fish… swim silently.

He tapped his nail on the desk,
thoughtfully. Worried. The Fish? Fuck it to hell. His nemesis.

His reply was
succinct. Watch the water.

Now all he had to do was hunt out the
biggest traitor of all. The one who wanted to eliminate them and
didn’t seem to mind how it occurred.

The one no one could discover anything
about. The faceless one. The one who had tried to kill him and not
succeeded. He rubbed his side where a thin red scar ran from his
hip to his nipple. A close-run thing.

And it was a bitch in cold and damp
weather.


Chapter One

 


Mason’s fingers flexed as leather gloves
were pulled on and smoothed down, boots zipped and all was checked
and made ready.

A ten-minute drive to the bolt hole. Safer
than leaving a vehicle elsewhere for goodness knows how long and
someone doing the nosy—or good—neighborly bit and setting off
alarms about it. As far as the close neighbors knew, Mason had a
secret—and it was hinted—married lover in London whenever an
absence had to be explained.

Or went to chill out and commune with
nature. They probably thought that was a euphemism for hot randy
sex as well. Al fresco no doubt. Yeah, Mason wished; that’d be the
day.

Mason locked the door and set off. Plenty of
time to mentally go over everything once more. It was a hell of a
long time since a certain type of talent had been needed and there
had been more than a little concern—on Mason’s side; no one else
seemed in the slightest bit worried—some of the moves might be
rusty.

It figured, therefore,
that nobody could be happier than Mason that this opportunity had
come along. A traitor was a traitor. This one was worse than most.
Trafficking and abusing kids—kids from Scotland who should be in
school, playing hopscotch or keepie-up with their mates, was to
Mason’s mind the worst of the worst. A betrayal of all Great Britain stood
for.

The bastard.

The scumbag deserved to die. If it were up
to Mason it would be a long slow lingering death. Where he sweated
as the pigs took mouthfuls of him. If it were also up to Mason his
cock would be the first thing to be nibbled. What a pity Mason was
only a Dispatcher, not judge and jury as Darke had to be.

Halfway along the track, Mason stopped
midstride. Could you have degrees of traitorship or whatever you
wanted to call it? Surely to betray your country was one of the
worst things anyone could do? Along with this fucking child abuse
and cruelty to animals. Why did the fucker even have a chance to
defend himself? He’d admitted what he’d done, so why not just make
the world a better place straight away instead of giving him a
chance to plead he was deprived of his mother’s milk or something
as a kid and deserved to live. And no doubt do it all again. No
fucking chance.

That was a reminder. Get the job done. Kill
the traitor and let his body be fed to the pigs. Otherwise the pigs
would go hungry and who would be guilty of cruelty to animals
then?

Mason picked up the leather bag from the
ground, untied the boat, climbed in, and flicked the switch of the
engine.

This part of the job was always
adrenaline-filled. There was nothing worse than getting something
wrong.

Not that that was likely to happen. If
nothing
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